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ABSTRACT

A key challenge facing small professional service ﬁrms (PSFs) in the
context of implementing human resource development (HRD) is
access to resources. The use of external and internal networks
represents an important means of identifying and acquiring
needed resources. We utilize resource dependency and network
theories to explore the types of networks used by ownermanagers to acquire HRD resources and the types of resources
that are acquired. We investigate these issues utilizing three case
study organizations located in the Republic of Ireland and interview data from owner-managers and employees. We found that
small PSFs derived resources from both coercive and advisory
external networks, in addition to a variety of internal networks
including employees, personal contacts and interdependencies
between owner-managers and employees. Diﬀerent types of
HRD resources included systemic, socio-political and strategic
resources that helped them meet HRD priorities and goals. We
discuss the implications for theory, research and practice.
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Introduction
For small professional service ﬁrms (PSFs), human resource development (HRD) is
considered critical to the development of inimitable, valuable human resources, which
give these ﬁrms their competitive advantage (van Rooij and Merkebu 2015; Wapshott
and Mallett 2013). HRD is increasingly proposed as vital to PSFs who provide services
to clients in areas such as law, accounting, architecture, engineering, advertising and
management consulting (Fu et al. 2015; Von Nordenﬂycht 2010). In this paper, we
focus on management consulting, a rapidly growing global industry that is developing
in importance and proﬁle (Kipping and Clark 2012).
Small PSF owner-managers are typically confronted with signiﬁcant resource constraints when it comes to HRD (Nolan and Garavan 2016; Short and Gray 2018). They
are unlikely to have the advantage of a fully-ﬂedged learning and development department and therefore owner-managers themselves will often be responsible for the
development of employees (Fox 2013). In PSF settings, HRD activities are likely to be
highly idiosyncratic. Studies suggest that HRD is strongly focused on-the-job, highly
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informal and experiential, reactive, potentially unsophisticated and in some cases, nonexistent (Dietz et al. 2006; Storey and Greene 2010). Morris (2001, 830) highlights how
the prevailing learning style of management consultants is ‘active and experiential’, with
colleagues learning through the project-based collaborations in which they are involved.
Hirschsohn (2008) found that small management consulting ﬁrms relied on
a combination of ongoing, formal and informal HRD as it was deemed to be vital to
their ongoing competitiveness and aspiration to remain at the cutting edge of developments in the ﬁeld. Swart and Kinnie’s (2003a) study of a small software engineering
consulting ﬁrm also demonstrated that informal HRD processes can hold equal signiﬁcance to formal practices when managing PSF workers. Their study found an
interplay between written HR policies, informally embedded development processes
used for sharing tacit knowledge, and important formal mechanisms for exchanging
explicit information.
Consequently, both the work setting and the resource constraints in small PSFs are
important in diﬀerentiating the nature and form of HRD from that found in larger
PSFs. In addition, these resource constraints present small PSF owner-managers with
signiﬁcant challenges in how they undertake HRD in a context where the currency of
knowledge and expertise is essential to the survival of these ﬁrms (Jørgensen and Becker
2015). The HRD priorities of small PSFs may therefore be dynamic and complex.
The liability of smallness (Welsh and White 1981) proposes that small PSFs may not
have suﬃcient resources for HRD and this liability can create heavy dependencies on
the eﬀort, expertise and organizational connections that key external stakeholders and
internal stakeholders such as employees, provide. Gibb (2009) highlighted the important role of stakeholders, including customers, suppliers, employees and regulatory
agencies, to the survival and growth of small ﬁrms. Gibb argued that the eﬀectiveness
of a small ﬁrm is dependent on how well these network relationships are developed and
maintained. Furthermore, Gibb (2000) aﬃrmed that networks represent a key vehicle
through which SME owner-managers develop required skills to manage the HRD
process. Gibb (1993) also proposed that the ability of a small ﬁrm to manage ‘know
how’ relationships provided an important resource for learning and development. In
addition, a resource dependency perspective (RDT) (Pfeﬀer and Salancik 1978) suggests
that in the context of small PSFs, dependency on these networks is central to achieve
organizational goals (Voss and Brettel 2014). The liability of smallness thus suggests
that the strategic use of resources through external and internal networks provides an
important mechanism to realise HRD in these ﬁrms (Pfeﬀer and Salancik 1978).
Based on insights from network theorie and RDT, we propose that small PSFs can
access and mobilize knowledge and expertise for the purposes of HRD and these
networks can provide signiﬁcant knowledge beneﬁts to enable the development of
employees. These network relationships will be both external to and within the PSF.
Within the PSF, networks with employees, owner-managers and other personal contacts may serve as important sources of knowledge and resources to meet HRD
requirements (Hite 2005; Ozcan and Eisenhardt 2009). Messersmith and Wales
(2011) highlighted the important developmental resources that employees have to
oﬀer the small ﬁrm. Outside of the PSF, external networks of relationships with
customers, suppliers, customers and regulatory bodies may act as vital conduits of
knowledge and resources to achieve important HRD goals and priorities. In the context
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of small PSFs, scholars have highlighted the particular importance of relationships with
clients (Fosstenløkken, Løwendahl, and Revang 2003), consultants and professional
organizations (Wu, Bacon, and Hoque 2014).
However, while there is research highlighting the value of external and internal networks
in the context of learning in small ﬁrms, there are a number of gaps in the literature.
Saunders, Gray, and Goregaokar (2014), for example, found that small ﬁrms learn eﬀectively from informal activities such as networking events, mentoring and coaching.
Similarly, Leung et al. (2006) found that small ﬁrms are particularly reliant on knowledge
and skill resources available through formal and informal networks. However, the key gaps
in the literature in respect of PSFs and HRD include: (a) what are the diﬀerent types of
networks, both internal and external, that are important for HRD resources?; (b) what
contribution do employees make and what is the role of the owner-manager in mobilizing
interdependencies with employees?; and (c) what types of knowledge resources are generated from these networking activities in the context of HRD? We propose that the
integration of RDT and network theories can help us to explore these questions.
Network theories emphasize that the use of networks is key to helping small PSFs
accumulate the resources necessary to achieve HRD goals and priorities. The RDT perspective focuses on the types of resources that are acquired through networking and the role
of the owner-manager in managing dependencies with others who control important and
needed resources (Hillman, Withers, and Collins 2009).
We explore these theoretical arguments in a study of owner-managers and employees in
small management consulting ﬁrms. Our study makes three key contributions. First, we
focus on small PSFs to achieve a more nuanced, systematic explanation of a particular type
of SME network context and how this shapes HRD (Úbeda-García et al. 2013). We deﬁne
a PSF as ‘an organization that trades mainly on the knowledge of its human capital, that is
its employees and the producer-owners, to develop and deliver intangible solutions to client
problems’ (Morris and Empson 1998, 610). Second, we speciﬁcally reveal the extensiveness
of external and internal networks that small PSFs use for HRD resources and the types of
resources they generate. We add nuance to current understanding by exploring the critical
role of the client in the context of the small PSF and the salience of employees as an
important internal network actor. Third, from a methodological perspective we investigate
both owner-manager and employee perspectives. The paper is structured as follows. We
begin by discussing the integration of RDT and network theories. We then outline the role
of diﬀerent networks and their resource contributions for HRD. Following this, we present
our methods and describe how we collected the data. We report our ﬁndings and discuss
the implications for HRD theory and practice in the small PSF context. We also acknowledge the limitations of the study.

Theory development and literature review
Successful resource accumulation is considered a critical activity for small PSFs in the
context of meeting the HRD priorities of the ﬁrm (Wu, Bacon, and Hoque 2014).
Therefore, small PSF owner-managers may need to interact with others that exist in
their external and internal environment in order to gain access to resources for HRD
(Pfeﬀer and Salancik 1978). RDT represents a useful theoretical lens for explaining the
nature and success of these interactions for acquiring resources and focuses on how the
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owner-manager will manage dependencies with others who control vital and necessary
resources (Hillman et al. 2009). This suggests that small PSFs will manage dependencies
by either gaining access to resources that lessen their dependence on others or by
gaining access to resources that increase others’ dependency on them (Barringer and
Harrison 2000). The nature of these dependency relationships gives rise to uncertainty,
whereby critical resources are ‘embedded in a complex network of interdependencies
and varying levels of power’ (Bendickson, Gur, and Taylor 2016, 3). HRD practices may
therefore reﬂect the distribution of power among key network stakeholders (Kinnie,
Swart, and Purcell 2005). RDT also emphasizes that owner-managers can exercise
diverse strategic choices to manage interdependencies within the context of environmental constraints (Pfeﬀer and Salancik 1978).
Scholars have recently complemented RDT by integrating network theories to
explain how small ﬁrms will manage their networks to enhance access to resources
(Ahuja, Polidoro, and Mitchell 2009; Jack 2010). It is well established that networks
extend the resource-base of small ﬁrms (Gordon and Jack 2010). However, the ﬁndings
that emerge from this research suggest that a small PSF’s ability to gain access to
resources is dependent on the types of networks that are developed and the breadth of
these networks (Hite 2005; Lin et al. 2009). We propose that it is important to understand who these external and internal networks are as a ﬁrst step in developing an
understanding of the role of networks generally in the small ﬁrm context as it applies to
HRD. A central premise of network theories is that actors within a small PSF’s network
will oﬀer diﬀerential access to diﬀerent resources at diﬀerent times (Mehra et al. 2006).
We argue that the types of networks that small PSFs use will be relevant in understanding how they address changing resource dependencies and the types of HRD
undertaken by the ﬁrm.

External networks relevant to HRD
Prior research examining the value of networks has found that the type of networks and
with whom networks are developed are important issues (Chang 2004). This is especially true for small PSFs where there may be signiﬁcant resource deﬁcits when it comes
to meeting employees’ HRD needs. RDT proposes that diﬀerent types of networks will
help small PSFs to avail of unique opportunities and manage the uncertainty and
varying resource needs in the context of evolving HRD needs and requirements. In
particular, diﬀerent networks will provide both diﬀerent types and amounts of
resources (Pfeﬀer and Salancik 1978), however, these networks may reduce the autonomy of the ﬁrm and its discretion in managing particular HRD issues. Network theories
suggest that small ﬁrms should have a range of diﬀerent external networks because it
enhances the potential of the ﬁrm to have access to novel resources to solve particular
HRD issues and help it respond to diﬀerent and unique HRD resource needs (StorbergWalker and Gubbins 2007). Therefore, both RDT and network theories highlight the
value of having a diverse set of external networks to maximize the resource exchanges
that can take place. Such networks include (but are not limited to) clients, customers,
suppliers and competitors, as well as trade unions, business associations, employees and
the personal contact networks of owner-managers. These networks may be both formal
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and informal (Saunders, Gray, and Goregaokar 2014). We now discuss a number of
these external networks.
Clients
A key actor in the small PSFs external network is the client (Fincham 2012). Swart and
Kinnie (2003b, 37) observed that clients may seek to have a bigger inﬂuence on the HR
systems of PSFs ‘precisely because these practices are so critical to the skills and
knowledge of their people’. They found that client inﬂuences were manifest directly,
through client funding for HRD, the provision of resources in the form of training
expertise or questioning suppliers about the nature and extent of HRD provision.
Clients are also an important source of resources to conduct HRD. They have been
identiﬁed as co-producers of HRD practices in management consulting ﬁrms (Broschak
2017). Awuah (2007) found that close and regular interaction with immediate customers in the ﬁrm’s network context exerted a signiﬁcant inﬂuence on competence
development and enhanced the reliability and consistency of service provision.
Anderson-Gough, Grey, and Robson (2000) also highlighted how PSF socialization
processes are designed and driven by the imperative to be client-friendly. This suggests
that ongoing HRD eﬀorts represent attempts to shape employee behaviour and facilitate
the acquisition of relevant knowledge to meet client demands (Jørgensen and Becker
2015). A signiﬁcant study by Fosstenløkken, Løwendahl, and Revang (2003) suggested
that client interaction is the single most important factor facilitating HRD in small
consulting ﬁrms. Signiﬁcantly, they found that employees may learn directly from
knowledgeable clients, and that this learning can in turn trigger two further HRD
processes: learning from peers in order to solve client problems and the development
of collective ﬁrm knowledge through improve modes of service delivery. The latter
points to the importance of having organizational mechanisms such as formal databases
such as in place to capture learning from client relationships (Broschak 2017).
Client inﬂuences have been more commonly found to manifest indirectly, where
HRD is geared towards enabling the ﬁrms to meet and anticipate the needs of a variety
of clients (Kinnie et al. 1999). Client demands may therefore mandate new or alternative HRD arrangements (Susomrith and Coetzer 2015) and ﬂexible HRD practices
may be used to meet intense and turbulent market pressures (Úbeda-García et al. 2017).
HRD often takes place due to a desire to improve product and service quality or
standards, productivity, reputation and client satisfaction (Padachi and Bhiwajee
2016). Studies report that dominant large clients are likely to be a driving force for
higher incidences of formal and sophisticated HRD approaches such as the adoption of
the Investors in People (IIP) accreditation (Bacon and Hoque 2005; Wu, Bacon, and
Hoque 2014).
Advisory networks
Advisory networks are another important external network actor in the context of
HRD, although studies pertaining to HRD explicitly are relatively scant. However,
a recent study by Hubner and Baum (2018) found that small ﬁrms rely heavily on
such networks in the direct provision of HRD for employees. Signiﬁcantly, studies have
found that not only do networked ﬁrms provide more HRD opportunities for employees, but membership of multiple business advisory networks is particularly crucial and

482

C. T. NOLAN AND T. N. GARAVAN

positively associated with the intensity of HRD evident in the ﬁrm (Erickson and Jacoby
2003; Hoque and Bacon 2006). Klaas et al. (2012) also maintain that owner-managers
may be predisposed to adopt more strategic approaches to HRD as a result of network
participation.
Analysis of the WERS survey data by Forth, Bewley, and Bryson (2006) found that
SMEs are more likely than larger ﬁrms to seek advice relating to HRD issues. However,
several studies have highlighted the lack of integration of SMEs into networks of advice
and information which could enable them to develop their HRD practices (Gilman
et al. 2002; Jones 2006). Bishop (2011) emphasized the central role of ‘trusted contacts’,
informal relationships and sector-speciﬁc trade associations in terms of promoting
positive attitudes amongst SMEs towards training and in shaping perceptions about
the credibility and utility of external education and training providers. In addition,
Doherty and Norton (2014) drew attention to the inﬂuence of network relationships
between a case ﬁrm and the involvement of HR academics as part of a knowledge
transfer partnership (KTP). The KTP played an important role in the ﬁrm’s adoption
and intensity of formal HRD programmes, as well as in the preparation of a strategic
HRD plan.
Internal networks relevant to HRD
Owner-managers
In small PSFs, the HRD orientation of the owner-manager is vital in explaining the
nature of HRD and its key characteristics in the ﬁrm (Barrett 2015). HRD orientation
refers to systematic eﬀort to develop a competent and committed workforce (Lam and
White 1998). Indeed, it has been suggested that the experience, expertise and attitude of
the SME owner-manager may exert a more powerful inﬂuence on HRD than the
limitations attributed to resource constraints (Kroon, Van De Voorde, and Timmers
2013). While the role of the owner-manager has been highlighted, it is also important to
acknowledge that in endeavouring to generate resources for HRD through multiple
networks, owner-managers are faced with a range of pressures in the form of time,
uncertainty and continuous change, which requires them to respond by making quick
decisions (Tsai 2010). These pressures, in turn, exert an impact on internal organizational arrangements such as HRD policies and practices (Kinnie et al. 1999). Ownermanagers may therefore respond to evolving pressures by embracing informality as it
provides their ﬁrms with much needed ﬂexibility and responsiveness to adapt to
environmental contingencies (Verreynne, Parker, and Wilson 2013). Despite the prominent role played by the owner-manager, the central role played by employees within
the PSF setting and the degree of power they exercise over practices at the level of the
ﬁrm must also be considered.
Employees
The role of the employee is highlighted as an important internal resource in the context
of HRD. Within small PSFs, studies have found that the provision of HRD opportunities plays a vital role in eliciting employee commitment to delivering a high quality
service to the client and can create a sense of obligation on the part of employees to
reciprocate with behaviours that beneﬁt the organization (George 2015; Giauque,
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Resenterra, and Siggen 2010; McClean and Collins 2011). A strong employee HRD
orientation is therefore vital. Employee HRD orientation refers to employee eﬀorts to
engage in self-development to enhance their knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs),
master new situations, and improve their competence for their personal beneﬁt and that
of their ﬁrm (Vandewelle 1997). From an RDT perspective, high degrees of interdependency between owner-managers and valuable specialist employees suggest that small
PSF employees are active agents who are involved in ongoing consultation about and
delivery of HRD (Messersmith and Wales 2011; Wapshott and Mallett 2013).
The structure of work within small PSFs highlights the important role of employees
as deliverers of HRD. For example, the nature of the work in consulting ﬁrms brings
together diﬀerent areas and levels of expertise to solve client problems via project-based
teams (Maister 1993). This facilitates the transfer of valuable tacit knowledge from
senior to junior consultants through informal interactions when completing client
assignments (Hitt et al. 2001). Werr (2012) highlights other work structures that
facilitate learning and development amongst consultants, including formal meeting
structures such as brainstorming sessions or collective project debrieﬁngs that foster
learning-oriented conversations upon the completion of client projects.
In order to utilize the employee as a resource for HRD purposes, owner-managers
frequently employing a strategy of fraternalism (McClean and Collins 2011). An egalitarian
management style is adopted and employee roles tend to be highly autonomous and
discretion based, with employees aﬀorded signiﬁcant opportunities to contribute their
development resources (Brown et al. 2010). Studies have also emphasized the importance
of harnessing the discretionary eﬀort, motivation and commitment of employees for
eﬀective knowledge sharing (Behrends 2007; Mallett and Wapshott 2014). In addition,
Hargadon and Bechky (2006) draw attention to the heavy reliance amongst employees on
their internal and external personal contact networks to ﬁnd solutions to problems
encountered in the context of PSF work.

Research methodology
Sample and procedure
In line with prior research on small PSFs (e.g. Ram 2000; Wapshott and Mallett 2013), we
utilized an in-depth, qualitative, multiple case-study research strategy to address the
research questions (Yin 2014). This approach was valuable in enabling us to gain a deep
and rich understanding of the role that external and internal networks play in helping small
PSFs to address their complex HRD priorities (Gray 2017; Henry and Foss 2015). It also
allowed us to explore key issues in their natural setting, thereby preserving the wholeness,
unity and integrity of the case context (Ridder, Hoon, and McCandless Baluch 2014).
In light of the relative lack of knowledge about networks and HRD resources in
SMEs, the study utilized a purposeful approach to sampling; a common convention
in qualitative research (Kuzel 1992; Patton 2002). As Patton (1990, 185) has
observed:
The validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to
do with the information-richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical
capabilities of the researcher than with sample size.
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In adopting this approach, we selected three cases that were ‘information rich’ and
illuminative (Patton 2002). Following Ram, Woldesenbet and Jones (2011, 313) we
secured access to the ﬁrms through the ‘tried and trusted method’ of personal contacts,
which included management consultants known to the research team, trade associations and professional bodies. This approach also helped to overcome the scepticism
amongst SMEs towards academic research and their dislike of a ‘cold call’ approach
(Curran and Blackburn 2001).
The three ﬁrms shared a number of commonalities which permitted meaningful
comparisons. Each of them were well established and employed less than 50 people,
thus corresponding to the European Commission (2015) deﬁnition of a ‘small ﬁrm’.
They also met the key criteria of a PSF as deﬁned by Morris and Empson (1998). The
ﬁrms oﬀered bespoke and oﬀ-the-shelf management consulting services to a diverse
range of public and private sector clients. Their owner-managers were actively involved
in HRD activities, strategically and at an operational level. The ﬁrms had also attained
the Excellence Through People (ETP) certiﬁcation, an Irish national business improvement framework similar to IIP. For reasons of conﬁdentiality, the ﬁrms have been
aﬀorded pseudonyms.

Operationalizing key concepts
Building on the work of Drakopoulou Dodd and Patra (2002, 117), we conceptualized networks as ‘the sum total of relationships in which the small PSF workforce
participates, and which provide an important resource for ﬁrm activities’. These
relationships may be articulated through the mechanism of membership in formal
organizations, through the links developed with suppliers, distributors and customers, or through the utilization of social contacts, including acquaintances, friends,
family and kin.
Recent thinking (Sung and Choi 2014) conceptualises HRD as a multidimensional
construct and advocates the need to capture four key dimensions: qualitative, which
includes managerial support for HRD and its perceived beneﬁts; quantitative, which
pertains to resource investments in HRD activity; as well as both managerial and
employee perspectives. While conceptual confusion still surrounds HRD (Werner
2014), there is a broad consensus that its primary concerns surround the training and
development eﬀorts of organizations to enhance the task-related skills, competencies
and knowledge of the workforce (Ghosh et al. 2014).
For the purposes of this study, there was also a need to operationalize HRD in
a pragmatic and ‘SME friendly’ way (Cassell et al. 2002). Thus, in line with current
thinking, we conceptualized HRD in a multidimensional manner. Participants were
encouraged to discuss formal and informal HRD policies, practices and processes that
enabled them to eﬀectively carry out their current role, as well as preparing them for
future organizational roles (Carbery 2015). Owner-managers were also encouraged to
focus on their support for HRD, in ﬁnancial terms and in terms of subjective endorsement, while employees were asked about their experiences in terms of satisfaction with
HRD opportunities (Sung and Choi 2014).
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Data collection
The data was collected in each ﬁrm over a six-month period. The initial phase involved
telephone and email conversations, followed by a site visit to discuss the research
process with the study participants. The research team explained the purpose of the
study and discussed issues of access to employees and company documentation.
The second phase involved an intensive period of triangulated data collection
(Denzin 1978) which included 20 face-to-face extensive semi-structured interviews
with senior management personnel and employees, a review of company documentation (where available) and brief opportunities for observational research. The ownermanagers, whose titles varied from managing director to owner, were interviewed at all
three ﬁrms. Seventeen employees across the case ﬁrms were also interviewed and these
employees had varying levels of experience. The selection of employees for interview
was made by the owner-managers, primarily based on who was available at the time of
the site visit (cf. Harney and Dundon 2006). The ﬁnal phase of data collection involved
9 follow-up interviews to obtain further information on key issues that arose during
initial data coding and analysis and for clariﬁcation purposes. This third phase also
aﬀorded us the opportunity engage in member validation (Lincoln and Guba 1985) to
ensure that our accounts accurately reﬂected participant experiences.
We adopted a semi-structured approach to the interview process as advocated by Patton
(2002) and utilized an interview topic guide. This guide served as a basic checklist to ensure
that all of the relevant topics and same key themes were discussed with each interview
participant. It also aﬀorded us the ﬂexibility to pursue themes and issues that emerged
during this process (Collis and Hussey 2014). The semi-structured interviews typically
lasted approximately 50 minutes, ranging from 35 to 125 minutes. They were audiotaped
and verbatim interview transcripts were produced to facilitate subsequent data analysis
(Gray 2017). All interviews were structured around issues relating to the study’s research
questions, speciﬁcally the role that external and internal networks play in resourcing and
inﬂuencing HRD in small PSFs. Participants were also prompted to consider particular
pressures created by network actors and any potential tensions that emerged that impacted
on decisions about HRD. Owner-managers were encouraged to discuss how they strive to
manage multifaceted network inﬂuences when making decisions about best to address
HRD priorities. All participants were also asked to discuss the nature of their business and
the management consulting profession more generally.

Data analysis
Our data analysis process consisted of several stages. The aim of the ﬁrst stage of data
analysis was to allow the research team to become ‘intimately familiar with each case as
a stand-alone entity’ (Eisenhardt 1989, 540). This process was highly iterative, with the
research team going back and forth between interview transcripts and ﬁeld notes, in
conjunction with notes from ﬁeld observations and those taken following each interview. The second stage of data analysis adhered to key principles advocated by Gioia,
Corley, and Hamilton (2013). We developed ﬁrst-order concepts using descriptions
based on the language of the study participants. We also referred to the literature in
order to help us identify a number of a priori codes to give the data some structure.
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While we expected that some codes would emerge based on the literature review, such
as the perception that learning through client work is vital, other codes emerged from
the data, such as the perception of advisory networks as a cost-eﬀective means of HRD
and the engagement of employee in extracurricular networking to meet both individual
and ﬁrm-level HRD priorities.
In the third stage of data analysis, we focused on developing higher, second-order
themes which focused on the relationships between the ﬁrst-order concepts. The aim
was to move to a higher level of abstraction to describe and explain the phenomenon
under investigation (Miles and Huberman 1994). During the next stage of data analysis
we focused on combining the second-order themes into second-order, theoretically
relevant ‘aggregate dimensions’ (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). Finally, we conducted cross-case analysis (Yin 2014) to explore similarities and diﬀerences in network
resources and inﬂuences in addressing HRD priorities between the case ﬁrms. This
allowed us to identify whether any particular patterns of network inﬂuences were
prevalent and what factors might account for this. Figure 1 presents our data analysis
structure, which represents a key component of demonstrating rigor in qualitative
research (Pratt 2008).
Robustness of ﬁndings
Following Lincoln and Guba (1985), we took a number of steps to enhance the
credibility of our ﬁndings. We adopted a methodological triangulation strategy
(Denzin 1978) using methods such as in-depth interviews at diﬀerent levels of the
ﬁrm, site visits, follow-up telephone calls/emails to clarify issues observed and
discussed, and opportunities for observational research. In addition, we reviewed

Clients question firms directly about existence and performance of HRD
Employees learn directly from knowledgeable clients/client expertise

Firms solicit client feedback to inform HRD content, prioritise HRD efforts, and make decisions about resource
allocation for HRD
Perception that advisory network learning events are a cost-effective means to other forms of external HRD
Advisory networks are important to keep informed on latest industry trends
Informal business networks as an important source of information and advice regarding HRD needs
Informal connections built upon goodwill and trust as the basis for knowledge exchange about HRD
Owner-managers adopt a hands-on approach to HRD
Owner-managers ensure that HRD activities have both a present and future focus to meet client needs/performance
demands
Creative solutions are utilized by owner-managers to overcome resource constraints
Owner-managers leverage their personal contact networks to meet HRD priorities
Owner-managers encourage employees to leverage their personal contact networks to meet individual and firm-level
HRD priorities
Employees use personal contact networks to meet individual and firm-level HRD needs
Perception that learning directly from owner-manager and peers is vital
Perception that learning through client work is vital
Employees assume personal responsibility for meeting their own HRD needs
Collaborative problem-solving is central to learning and the development of vital skills
Employee discretionary behaviour is vital in meeting individual and firm-level HRD priorities
Employees engage in extracurricular networking to meet HRD priorities
HRD responsibilities are delegated to employees
Informal mentoring regarded as a key vehicle for employee learning and consulting skill acquisition
Explicit knowledge embedded in client and PSF policies, processes, procedures and systems
Tacit knowledge regarding how to approach HRD, the types of shortcuts that can be taken, why things are done in
particular ways and desired employee behaviours
Explicit knowledge in relation to HRD roles, people, capabilities and processes required to deliver client solutions
Tacit knowledge of who is influential in terms of HRD, what types of HRD approaches are preferred, how to get HRD
done effectively and norms around HRD delivery
Explicit plans, visions and approaches to HRD
Tacit knowledge pertaining to gauging client expectations, utilizing developmental relationships and knowledge of the
tacit competencies of employees

Figure 1. Data analysis structure.
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organizational documentation (where made available). Following Lawrence,
Malhotra, and Morris (2012), only one of the authors was involved in the data
collection process. The other author was a highly experienced qualitative researcher
and they undertook an independent review of the interview and ﬁeld notes. In order
to verify the accuracy of our key ﬁndings, we also engaged in member validation
(Lincoln and Guba 1985) and went back to the ﬁrms to ensure that our accounts
resonated with their experiences.

Findings
External networks and HRD resources
A range of external actors exerted an inﬂuence on ﬁrm operations more generally and
on HRD in particular. Owner-managers at the three ﬁrms spoke about how the Irish
economic crisis had negatively impacted upon the business:
. . .the cost of the sale is higher, the work is harder and deﬁnitely people are still spending but
it is deﬁnitely down. There is no doubt business is down (Owner-manager 1, PeopleCo).

Clients
Clients emerged from the data as particularly important in their inﬂuence and resource
role in the context of HRD. Such inﬂuences were revealed as both direct and indirect in
nature. Indirect client inﬂuences were strongly evident at all three ﬁrms and ownermanagers referred to the dynamic nature of client needs. Maintaining the currency of
knowledge and skill levels to deliver solutions was therefore particularly crucial, which
meant that HRD was a strategic priority for the ﬁrms, as well as an ongoing operational
activity. Proactively soliciting feedback from clients, along with frequent client consultations, thus represented important resource inputs to prioritizing HRD eﬀorts and
helping the ﬁrms make important decisions regarding scarce resource allocation for
HRD. At CommCo, one of the owner-managers highlighted the imperative to produce
evidence-based client solutions, which required greater attention to research and keeping up-to-date with industry developments:
The two things that we are investing in this year are training and research. We have got to
prep our people better so that they can give the best advice possible to clients (Ownermanager 2, CommCo).

Further evidence of indirect client inﬂuences was evident at PeopleCo whereby the need
to enhance employee knowledge and learning had led to the introduction of a formal
graduate training programme and an internship programme for junior consultants.
CommCo had established an in-house training academy and empowered employees to
take responsibility for its management. This included managing the budget, preparing
training plans, sourcing courses and promoting training opportunities.
The direct role of clients was evident at PeopleCo, where an in-house, continuing
professional development (CPD) programme had been established. Clients had
expressed some concerns about the business acumen of junior consultants, which
prompted the two owner-managers to create a new HRD strategy:
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This prompted myself and [the other owner-manager] to look at a way in which we could
teach them some of the knowledge and expertise we would have and also make the guys
and girls responsible for their own CPD (Owner-manager 2, PeopleCo).

A points-based CPD system was introduced and employees were required to report on
their activity at monthly staﬀ meetings and via the bi-annual formal performance
review process. Employee reactions were very positive as the programme empowered
them to play a proactive HRD role, enhanced their knowledge and skills and helped to
create a more professional identity in the eyes of clients:
The concept of it is excellent, especially in a consultancy ﬁrm. You are meant to be ahead
of your game. You are supposed to know in your topical area what is going on
(Relationship manager, PeopleCo).

Further evidence of the direct role of clients was found at CommCo, where the ownermanagers made reference to clients demonstrating a keen interest in the training that
was taking place:
Clients would ask us about training . . . . They are just interested that we are training our
people and making sure that our people are keeping ahead of the curve. It is good for
business (Owner-manager 1, CommCo).

In addition, the three ﬁrms had received ETP certiﬁcation and owner-managers made
reference to the impetus for seeking this certiﬁcation as being largely driven by client
performance demands:
It is a fantastic rigorous process . . . it really forced us to systematically line up the ducks in
a row. We felt that we needed to have it because to demonstrate to our clients that we walk
the talk. (Owner-manager 2, PeopleCo).

The inﬂuence of client resource inputs was also manifest in the types of and approaches
to HRD within the ﬁrms, with interventions often embedded within the context of
project-based teamwork. At an operational level, learning through client work was
deemed to be critical to the acquisition of a range of consulting skills. In particular,
informal mentoring served as an important vehicle for employee learning and skill
acquisition and owner-managers at all three ﬁrms were actively involved in the HRD
process. A junior consultant at PeopleCo described the importance of working alongside the owner-manager:
[Owner-manager] has been great. She has let me come out on client meetings, sit in an
observatory manner and I think that is a really good learning experience. I don’t think any
two meetings are the same, it is always diﬀerent. It was great because the meetings were all
at diﬀerent stages of the consulting cycle. There was pre-proposal stage, proposal stage and
presenting the proposal. It was a great experience.

At CommCo, employees also spoke about the value of client pitch simulations facilitated by the owner-managers which provided them with a forum to hone their consulting skills and develop professional conﬁdence.
Advisory networks
Due to the nature of the work they undertook, the ﬁrms were members of or had
relationships with a wide range of professional bodies and industry associations. These
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advisory networks included the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development
(CIPD), the Irish Institute of Training and Development (IITD), Skillnets,1 the Small
Firms Association, SOLAS,2 the Public Relations Institute, the Sales Institute of Ireland
and Dublin Chamber of Commerce (to name but a few). However, the inﬂuence of such
networks on HRD was mixed. Owner-managers at PeopleCo and CommCo often
utilized the networking events organized by these bodies as a cost-eﬀective means of
keeping informed on industry developments. They, along with MultiCo, also availed of
subsidized and/or free learning opportunities for themselves and other employees on
occasion as needs arose. On occasion, the ﬁrms approached professional bodies such as
the CIPD directly, primarily in the context of sourcing a suitable external training or
education programme for employees. The resource role of these advisory networks was
therefore not particularly extensive, with all three ﬁrms utilizing them on an ad-hoc
basis, as particular HRD needs arose.
Apart from business associations and professional bodies, other advisory networks
played an important role in addressing HRD priorities. For example, PeopleCo had
developed close links with a University in their local area and this relationship had yielded
two key beneﬁts: a pipeline of new recruits which reduced labour market pressures and the
ability to tap into the expertise of academics regarding research trends. Informal business
links, associates and personal networks also served as important sources of information
and advice about HRD issues. At MultiCo, the owner-manager spoke about links with the
owners of other local businesses, as well as a number of associate consultants, that he could
call upon. This was echoed by the owner-managers of PeopleCo, who also emphasized the
importance of maintaining informal connections built upon goodwill and trust as the basis
for knowledge exchange about HRD issues.

Internal networks and HRD resources
Owner-managers
Owner-managers represented a vital resource for the design and delivery of HRD.
Owner-managers admitted to experiencing challenges in trying to identify the most
important HRD activities to focus on and the most appropriate methods to invest in.
Consequently, the key to success was a matter of meeting the needs of current clients,
while also anticipating future client needs in order to be one step ahead of both the
client and competitors. HRD was therefore goal oriented and designed around the
achievement of key business objectives identiﬁed by the owner-manager and pertaining
to client performance demands:
Our clients dictate our innovation and where we direct our company (Owner-manager 1,
PeopleCo).
I think we really have had to become very innovative and be very adaptable and quick on
our feet in terms of reinventing (Owner-manager 2, PeopleCo).

Product market pressures in combination with ﬁnancial resource constraints and work
intensiﬁcation had forced the ﬁrms to curtail their investment in external HRD. Despite
this, employees emphasized their ﬁrms’ willingness to invest in a wide range of
opportunities for learning and professional development and attributed this to the
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values and passion of the owner-managers. However, owner-managers also highlighted
how resource constraints meant that they had to employ a range of creative approaches
to manage these constraints, including owner-managers and employees leveraging their
personal contact networks. Owner-managers had also assumed a more extensive handson approach to HRD in terms of its delivery. By way of illustration, at both PeopleCo
and CommCo, owner-managers delivered lunchtime seminars on a wide range of topics
pertaining to eﬀective client management. The owner-managers at PeopleCo and
CommCo highlighted how employee participation in HRD was monitored informally
during daily interactions and formally during staﬀ meetings and the performance
review process:
If someone has done no training I would be very keen to know why they didn’t attend and
what are they planning to do about it or do they care? If they didn’t care it would be odd
and not impressive (Owner-manager 1, CommCo).

Employees
Employees emerged as a particularly important resource in delivering HRD in the three
case ﬁrms. These resource dimensions were revealed in a number of ways. At CommCo,
for example, the employees with current responsibility for the training academy were
making greater use of their own personal contact networks to ‘call in a few favours’ to
source external speakers. In all ﬁrms, employees made extensive reference to learning
from the owner-managers and colleagues and how it was incumbent upon them to
assume individual responsibility for HRD. At MultiCo, the open plan nature of the
oﬃce was also highlighted as a valuable means of social and experiential learning and
solving problems collaboratively. Client problems frequently triggered discussions
which enhanced learning:
You know exactly what’s going on. If somebody has a problem, they say it out loud and we
all discuss it and see what kind of approach we can come up with and we get a solution.
(Client manager, MultiCo).

Consensus on the importance of employee-driven contribution to learn and develop
their KSAs was echoed by employees at PeopleCo and CommCo. Employees were keen
to deliver a high quality service to clients by demonstrating discretionary eﬀort:
. . .it’s in your best interest to do things that are quirky or to do things that beneﬁt the
business. So say, of my own accord, I attend a lot of networking events to gain CPD points,
but ultimately it’s beneﬁcial for me (Junior consultant, PeopleCo).

The desire to give something back to the ﬁrm was also evident in employee discussions
pertaining to the requirement to share knowledge with others following participating in
an external learning event. This often took the form of a presentation to colleagues
during a meeting or the circulation of a document with key learning points. PeopleCo
and CommCo had also created databases with a wide range of resources for employees
to access as needed.
There was a strong consensus from both owner-managers and employees that on-the
-job learning through undertaking project-work was vital. However, extracurricular
networking, often outside business hours, was expected, encouraged and rewarded.
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For example, at CommCo, group events organized through the ﬁrm’s social committee
represented an important means of encouraging employees to make important professional connections and build their personal network of contacts. This was deemed by
the owner-managers as a vital ‘back to basics’ method to help junior consultants learn
what it takes to be a good PR person and to cultivate their relationship building and
networking skills:
. . .there is tab behind the bar and there is night out but there is a prize for whoever makes
the best contact the next day . . . whoever produces the hot business card or whatever
(Owner-manager 1, CommCo).

While employees were acutely aware of the beneﬁt of such events, they expressed some
reservations about having to work long hours on top of ‘juggling’ existing clients during
the day. However, the strong commitment of employees to their owner-managers made
them reluctant to do anything that would ‘let the side down’. As an employee from
PeopleCo observed:
They are absolutely brilliant. They are your bosses and they will put down the foot when it
needs to be but I have such a massive respect for them I would never go out of line anyway
(Relationship Manager, PeopleCo).

All employees highlighted the important role that project teams played in their learning
and development; before, during and following project completions:
My colleagues are very important because only for them I wouldn’t be able to do the job
that I am doing. We really are a team. We really do support each other (Junior consultant,
MultiCo).

Thus, there was a signiﬁcant level of responsibility for HRD that was delegated to
employees and it was incumbent upon them to share knowledge with others, as well as
to maximize opportunities to enhance their skills. Formal mechanisms such as staﬀ
meetings and the performance review process provided a forum for employees to
express their needs and reﬂect on their learning experiences. However, these mechanisms also served as a forum for consultation around owner-manager and employee
expectations about the HRD process, including the sharing of knowledge. While
employees readily embraced this feature of their work, owner-managers acknowledged
that not all employees had the KSAs to train others, which raised the question of
inappropriate habits or work behaviours being passed on.

Impact of network inﬂuences on HRD within small PSFs
The combined inﬂuence and resource value of both external and internal networks
resulted in unique approaches to HRD in the ﬁrms studied. Fundamentally, the
approach to HRD was ﬂexible and dynamic, and characterised by combinations of
formality and informality. This allowed the ﬁrms to tailor their HRD eﬀorts to meet
dynamic client needs. Given the centrality of interpersonal skills to eﬀective role
performance, owner-managers and employees tended to extol the virtues of informal,
on-the-job interventions as being of greater relevance to skill acquisition and having
a more positive impact on job performance:
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. . .a lot of the work and the performance of the individuals here would come from that
tacit knowledge place in which the learning is experiential; it’s a sitting-with-nelly
approach and listening to what’s going on (Owner-manager, MultiCo).
I would say on-the-job deﬁnitely. The stuﬀ away from work helps but it is deﬁnitely
listening to people and learning from people as you’re going along (Senior account
manager, MultiCo).

However, aspects of formality also emerged. Examples of where this was manifest
was in the presence of HRD policies, HRD budgets, the use of written HRD plans
and the delivery of HRD oﬀ-the-job by external personnel. The introduction of the
formal CPD programme at PeopleCo could also be regarded as a strategic response
to client inﬂuences. This programme in turn triggered the introduction of an
organizational database which was widely regarded as an important knowledge
repository. A similar database was introduced at CommCo, while at MultiCo, the
ﬁrm was relying more on peer-to-peer knowledge exchange. However, the personal
philosophy of the owner-manager was also important. At PeopleCo and MultiCo,
the owner-managers viewed the ETP standard as a means to systematize and
integrate all internal HRD activities and create a more formal approach. ETP
certiﬁcation had prompted a review of HRD policies and procedures at all ﬁrms,
as well as the introduction of a staﬀ handbook at PeopleCo. At PeopleCo, the task
of applying for the standard had been assigned to one of the ﬁrst company
graduates to be taken on by the ﬁrm. The application had prompted the development of a staﬀ handbook and safety statement but was regarded more as a means
of documenting what was already taking place. However, employees found it
diﬃcult to articulate what the standard involved and were unaware of how it
impacted on HRD in the ﬁrm more generally and on their personal learning and
development.
Similarly, at MultiCo, while employees acknowledged that the owner-manager was
very proud of the company’s achievement of the standard, it meant very little to them in
terms of its inﬂuence on their daily work. They spoke in largely negative terms about
ETP, primarily due to its bureaucratic nature and overriding need to document all
facets of HRD. The owner-manager also admitted that ETP record keeping had been
neglected in recent months due to operational pressures. He expressed concern about
out of date documentation, as well as the disconnect between individual training plans
and the HRD that was currently happening at the company:
We started down the path of having ETP and over the period of 11 years there’s been highs
and lows of when it’s been in very good condition and when it wasn’t in very good
condition, at the moment it would be very poor. It would be very poor largely because we
hadn’t even thought about the subject since this time last year. We’re in a mode of
struggling for survival (Owner-manager, MultiCo).

A further key response to network inﬂuences in the case ﬁrms was the deliberate
integration of HRD with other key HRM practices, namely recruitment, selection and
performance management. Great care was taken in MultiCo to select the ‘right’ employees and many permanent staﬀ were known to the owner-manager or had previously
worked for the ﬁrm in an associate capacity. Cultural ﬁt was also deemed vital at
PeopleCo and a deliberate policy of recruiting University-educated employees and
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moulding them in a manner consistent with the ﬁrm’s culture was the preferred
approach. In addition, at PeopleCo and CommCo, the performance management
process provided employees with a structured framework to identify and discuss their
learning and development needs with owner-managers. Thus HRD practices coalesced
with a range of HRM practices to meet the needs of both the employees and the ﬁrm.

Discussion
The question of the networks that owner-managers of small PSFs use to acquire important
resources for HRD is one that stimulates interest among HRD scholars and practitioners
(Ahuja et al. 2009; Hubner and Baum 2018). Building on the general idea that ownermanagers can utilize networks to acquire resources beneﬁcial to the achievement of HRD,
we oﬀer insights into both the types of networks and their extensiveness, as well as the type
of resources they generate. Findings from a sample of small management consulting ﬁrms
revealed that owner-managers utilize a combination of internal and external networks to
secure HRD resources and address dynamic HRD priorities. These networks generated
both explicit and tacit HRD resources that can be categorized as systemic, socio-political
and strategic. Our theory and ﬁndings therefore enrich both network and RDT explanations and research on networks in the context of small ﬁrms and HRD. Next we discuss the
contribution and research implications of our ﬁndings as well as their HRD practice
implications.
Implications for research
First, consistent with earlier studies that have revealed the important role of networks in
the context of SMEs to achieve a variety of goals including innovation (Iturrioz,
Aragón, and Narvaiza 2015), learning (Saunders, Gray, and Goregaokar 2014) and
ambidexterity (Heavey, Simsek, and Fox 2015), our ﬁndings point to the value of
having extensive internal and external networks to generate diﬀerent types of resources
for HRD. Such ﬁndings are therefore suggestive of the idea that important components
of knowledge and expertise required for HRD are socially embedded in networks. This
is an important ﬁnding given the resource scarcity experienced by small PSFs and
suggests that they will acquire signiﬁcant resource beneﬁts from cultivating networks
that are an appropriate ﬁt with the resource requirements of a small PSF (Bishop 2011;
Doherty and Norton 2014). These networks may indeed help small PSFs overcome their
resource deﬁciencies. Our ﬁndings additionally suggested that these networks will
change given the dynamic HRD priorities of small PSFs (Úbeda-García et al. 2017).
Scholars highlight that it is the extensiveness of the SME network that is important or
the strength of the full set of internal and external networks (Heavey, Simsek, and Fox
2015; Lin et al. 2009). Our ﬁndings indicated that an appropriate network will include
relationships that involve frequent, long-term and emotionally intense interactions.
This ﬁnding is consistent with Granovetter’s (1973) concept of strong ties and with
previous research (Reagans and McEvily 2003; Moran 2005), which indicates that
networks characterised by frequent, long duration and emotionally intense interactions
will provide owner-managers of small PSFs with valuable tacit knowledge and insights
and enable access to complex knowledge types.
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Second, we enrich the research base by revealing the types of networks that are
valuable to achieve HRD priorities. Our ﬁndings suggested two types of external networks. First, there are those which can be labelled coercive networks (Bacon and Hoque
2005; Wu, Bacon, and Hoque 2014) in the form of networks with clients
(Fosstenløkken, Løwendahl, and Revang 2003). RDT emphasizes how the power
embedded in the client-consultant relationship can shape how HRD is undertaken
(Hillman et al. 2009). Our study therefore builds on previous research in relation to
the value of clients for resources in helping small PSFs achieve HRD priorities (Hillman
et al. 2009; Kinnie et al. 1999). Clients played a major role in resource provision and
may help small PSFs in their use of sophisticated HRD approaches, as well as contributing to developing the skills and behaviour of employees within the ﬁrm. Client
inﬂuences were found to be both direct and indirect. We also found evidence of the
resource role of advisory networks in the form professional bodies and business
contacts (Erickson and Jacoby 2003; Hoque and Bacon 2006). Consistent with the
RDT perspective, small PSFs had signiﬁcant discretion as regards their utilization of
these networks and their degree of engagement with them, resulting in a much
more ad-hoc networking approach. In addition, small PSF owner-managers made use
of informal advisory networks or trusted external contacts (Bishop 2011; Hubner and
Baum 2018). These networks were used on a reactive and ad-hoc basis to solve
problems that arose during client interactions and they represented an important
source of tacit knowledge.
Third, our ﬁndings are revealing when it comes to the types of internal networks that
are important. We found evidence of the network role of employees, the ownermanager, interdependencies between employees and the owner-manager, and personal
contacts within the small PSF. The notion of employees as a source of resources points
to their co-creation role in developing HRD solutions as well as implementing them
(Voss and Brettel 2014). The role of the employee in the delivery of HRD and as
a network resource of value to the small ﬁrm is signiﬁcantly underplayed in the
literature. Our ﬁndings suggest a model of HRD delivery that is collaborative and
envisages the employee, who is typically the target of HRD, as both a producer and
deliverer of HRD.
Our ﬁndings in respect of the owner-manager as an important mobilizer of resources
in the context of internal and external networks also represent an important contribution (Barrett 2015; McClean and Collins 2011). Owner-managers brought energy,
enthusiasm, commitment and conviction to implementing HRD in small PSFs, which
was reciprocated by employees in the form of enhanced discretionary eﬀort (Mallett
and Wapshott 2014). Of particular note is the interdependence between ownermanagers and employees (Bendickson et al. 2016). Owner-managers at all three ﬁrms
were hands-on in terms of providing their expertise via on-the-job training, informal
mentoring and guidance to employees on a daily basis. Such practices were embraced
due to the ﬂexibility they bestowed upon the ﬁrms to adapt to evolving client demands
(Verreynne et al. 2013), as well as enabling the ﬁrms to manage the ﬁnancial constraints
associated with external HRD. We also found that interdependencies between ownermanagers and employees were bidirectional; employees relied on owner-managers
providing access to learning opportunities, notably through mentoring relationships,
to facilitate their development as consultants (Hitt et al. 2001; Wapshott and Mallett

HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT INTERNATIONAL

495

2013). In turn, owner-managers relied heavily on the employee skill-mix to deliver
a high quality client service (Bacon and Hoque 2005; Wu, Bacon, and Hoque 2014).
Such interdependencies between employees were also critical as eﬀective service delivery required them to combine their eﬀorts, skill, expertise and knowledge in
a coordinated way (Løwendahl 2005).
A ﬁnal internal network that is important in the context of HRD and resources is the
use of internal personal contacts. These included key managers or friends within the
small PSF who were a source of advice and counsel. These networks varied in terms of
formality and were more ad-hoc and reactive in terms of use (Bishop 2011). All of the
internal networks that emerged from our research were also contextualised by the small
PSFs’ human and organizational capital.
Fourth, we enrich current research ﬁndings by revealing the types of resources that
emerged from the use of networks. We found that small PSFs derived three types of
knowledge in diﬀerent amounts from networks (Evans and Easterby-Smith 2001), including systemic, socio-political and strategic resources. Clients for example provided all three
type of knowledge including questioning small PSFs about how HRD should be undertaken, providing tacit advice and information, shaping employee behaviours and developing critical interpersonal skills and helping ﬁrms to achieve certiﬁcation (Anderson-Gough
et al. 2000; Hubner and Baum 2018). External advisory networks provided information or
advice about HRD opportunities, as well as providing useful learning events (Erickson and
Jacoby 2003). Employees provided important resources for HRD including their expertise
in coaching others (Voss and Brettel 2014), their knowledge resources derived from
networking (Hargadon and Bechky 2006), and their use of learning opportunities to
develop the tacit knowledge of the ﬁrm (Mallett and Wapshott 2014). Employees also
engaged in peer learning via project-based interactions and endeavoured to solve particular
problems through peer discussion. Post-project team brieﬁngs were important mechanisms
that fostered learning and ultimately improved business processes (Fosstenløkken et al.
2003; Werr 2012).
Based on our empirical analysis we propose a conceptual framework (Figure 2) to
depict our ﬁndings. We highlight the three categories of external and four categories
of internal networks that emerged in our study. In the centre of the framework we
categorize the HRD resources generated through these networks. Each category
includes both explicit and tacit dimensions. The ﬁrst category, systemic HRD
resources, refers to knowledge embedded in client and PSF policies, processes,
procedures and systems. These explicit components are less common with the
small PSF, however, they are more common with the client. There is signiﬁcant
evidence of tacit systemic knowledge including insights into how to approach HRD,
the types of shortcuts that can be taken, why things are done in particular ways and
desired employee behaviours in the context of the consulting relationship. Sociopolitical HRD knowledge derived from networks concerns, roles, people, capabilities
and processes required to deliver client solutions. Tacit dimensions include knowledge of who is inﬂuential when it comes to development, what types of HRD
approaches are preferred, how to get HRD done eﬀectively and norms around the
delivery of HRD. Strategic HRD resources focus on explicit plans, visions and
approaches to HRD as well as tacit dimensions including gauging client expectations,
utilizing developmental relationships and knowledge of the tacit competencies of
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework: external and internal networking and resources for HRD in small
PSFs.

employees. The framework also highlights the PSF context and the interdependencies
between internal and external networks.

Practical implications
Our results have a number of implications for HRD practice. It is clear from the
ﬁndings that there are beneﬁts in small PSFs making use of both external and internal
networks to secure diﬀerent categories of resources for HRD. An appropriate networking strategy may help owner-managers enhance their resource provision for HRD.
Therefore, owner-managers should be aware of these network advantages and their
impact on resource dependency. They should also focus on developing diverse formal
and informal networks and encourage employees to do the same. The extent and nature
of the required networks to address HRD priorities may also change over time. Ownermanagers therefore need to be fully cognisant that the development of network relationships must be an ongoing activity embedded in their modus operandi.
The central role of employees in providing resources for HRD is a particularly
salient ﬁnding from our research. Employees can, through their behaviours and
actions, help address many of the HRD priorities of small PSFs. In particular, they
can provide coaching, peer learning and help these ﬁrm build an important tacit
knowledge resource. Therefore, it is important that owner-managers utilize an
appropriate leadership style in order to maximise these resource contributions. It
is also imperative that the optimum skill-mix is acquired, developed and maintained
in order to ensure high standards of service delivery. As client interactions trigger
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learning, careful thought needs to be given to the composition of project teams, the
organization of work and the allocation of duties. Given the relative power of
employees, consultation and dialogue about future learning and development opportunities would also appear to be vital.

Limitations and directions for future research
The ﬁndings should be viewed in the light of the limitations of this study, which also
provide opportunities for future research. First, we conducted our research within one
type of ﬁrm – PSFs – and the small sample size is an issue. Hence, caution is warranted
when considering the applicability of our ﬁndings to other ﬁrms. However, given the
exploratory and qualitative nature of our study, we did not seek generalization. We
focused on the transferability of our ﬁndings by providing rich descriptions of the ﬁrms
and their context (Lincoln and Guba 1985). We believe that our study is an important
ﬁrst step in utilizing RDT and network theories to understand the role of external and
internal networks in providing resources for HRD. The use of a qualitative case study
approach is a strength of our study, however, future studies can develop hypotheses for
testing using survey methods. In addition, given that we examined small PSFs located
with the Republic of Ireland, we cannot make assumptions about the experiences of
ﬁrms operating in diﬀerent cultural contexts.
Second, while we used archival data and documents they did not allow us to capture
the decision-making processes in respect of external and internal network actors.
Therefore future research can utilize qualitative, longitudinal methodologies to advance
our knowledge of these decisions. In addition, it is important to understand how access
to network actors changes over time and their relative importance as the small PSF
grows. It is vital to understand when and how networks change over time. These
dimensions can best be understood through interviewing owner-managers, network
actors and those who have been involved in HRD decision-making processes.
Third, in this study we only examined the owner-manager and employee perspectives on the resource beneﬁts of various actors in the context of HRD. Therefore, future
research can engage in a more extensive investigation of the perspectives of external
actors and more fully understand the importance of interdependencies in those actors’
relationships (cf. Donnelly 2011). These actors include clients, professional bodies and
trade unions. The part that clients play as co-producers of HRD is a signiﬁcant ﬁnding
of this study, as much of the learning of consultants takes place as a by-product of client
work; before, during and following project completions. However, as Fosstenløkken
et al. (2003, 876) observe, ‘it is not obvious that the clients who are “right” from an
operational or proﬁt-maximisation point of view, are always the same as the clients who
are “right” from a knowledge-development point of view’. Thus, it is vital that future
research explores which client characteristics facilitate or inhibit HRD in small PSFs.

Conclusion
This paper presents an exploratory study illustrating the role of networks in generating
resources to realize HRD priorities in small PSFs. The study ﬁndings reveal that small
PSFs derive important resources from an extensive set of internal and external
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networks. The paper provides insights into the types of systemic, socio-political and
strategic HRD resources that are accumulated through networking. In terms of theory
and research implications our ﬁndings are suggestive of the value of integrating both
network and RDT perspectives in the context of understanding access to HRD
resources. In the practical arena, the study ﬁndings highlight the critical importance
of clients in generating diﬀerent types of resources for HRD and the role of employees
who also provide vital HRD resources. We suggest that further research is needed to
understand how HRD may be inﬂuenced by interdependencies between networks, the
role of networks and resources over time and the impact of networks and resources on
small PSF performance.

Notes
1. Skillnets is an Irish national agency with responsibility for promoting workplace learning
through training networks.
2. SOLAS is a state agency with responsibility for funding, planning and co-ordinating
Further Education and Training (FET) in Ireland.
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No potential conﬂict of interest was reported by the authors.
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